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WELCOME TO ROUNDTABLE ON 
CRITICAL ISSUES IN HIGHER EDUCATION 
 
13 September 2013  
 
The convenor of the Roundtable, Prof Tabensky, invited presenters, participants and colleagues, 
welcome to this Critical Issues in Higher Education Roundtable on Institutional Culture. 
 
In late 2008 I met and engaged with the Ford Foundation on two issues. The first was support for 
a research project on social justice in higher education that would also involve scholars in Brazil 
and India. 
 
I argued that higher education holds the promise of contributing to social equity, intellectual, 
cultural, social, economic and political development, democracy and democratic citizenship and 
social justice. Institutions of higher learning potentially offer powerful opportunities for fostering 
the economic and social advancement of members of disadvantaged and marginalised social 
classes and groups, for promoting understanding of and respect for difference and diversity, 
forging social cohesion and under appropriate conditions contributing to social transformation. 
 
Yet, the promise of higher education often remains unrealised and instead universities continue 
to be a powerful mechanism of social exclusion and injustice, through both their own internal 
thinking, structures, cultures and practices and their external relations with wider society. 
 
This regime of social exclusion extends well beyond issues of access and admissions to 
universities. It also includes the questions of the opportunities for intellectual, social and 
citizenship development and for success. It extends to the issues of institutional and academic 
cultures, and largely ignored epistemological and ontology issues associated with learning and 
teaching; issues which, among other things relate to curriculum and pedagogy. It further extends 
to the very ideas and conceptions of the purposes and roles of universities. Finally, social 
exclusion is, of course, also related to the structural conditions and economic, social and political 
processes of the wider society, as these have emerged and currently hold sway. 
 
A proposal was submitted to the Ford foundation and although they liked it they were not able 
at that point to provide the kind of support that I requested. 
 
The second issue I engaged Ford on was that there were few intellectual spaces in South Africa 
for critical scholarly debate on important issues concerning higher education. I submitted a 
proposal to the Foundation for a series of roundtables, as a means of creating an intellectual 
space for critical debate on higher education.  
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I indicated that that there was no shortage of vitally important issues that such roundtables 
could address. I proposed that, to begin with, a first Roundtable could usefully engage with the 
Council on Higher Education’s task team excellent report on Academic Freedom, Institutional 
Autonomy and Public Accountability. When I was the head of the Council on Higher Education, 
the Ford Foundation had generously supported the work of the task team.  
 
I suggested that a second Roundtable could usefully address the issue of managerialism in higher 
education. ‘Managerialism’ is an oft-used term, but apart from denoting something hideous to 
be resisted at all costs, there is little explication on what precisely ‘managerialism’ means, what 
accounts for its emergence, and what are its effects on and implications and consequences for 
institutions.  
 
Finally, I suggested that a third Roundtable could be devoted to the vexing issue of 
differentiation and diversity in South African higher education. As much as differentiation is 
government policy, there continues to be much contestation around this policy with various 
consequences for higher education. 
 
Sometimes the best laid plans have to be rethought. The theme of the second Roundtable was 
not ‘managerialism, but a more fundamental and important theme - The Aims of Higher 
Education. The reason for this was that on many occasions during the first on Roundtable 
Academic Freedom, Institutional Autonomy and Public Accountability, discussion kept returning 
to the issue of the purposes and aims of higher education. The third Roundtable was on 
Liberation, Race and Higher Education and took place in July 2011, and dovetailed with a “Fanon: 
Fifty Years On” colloquium. 
 
On the basis of the success of the first three roundtables, I requested Ford support for a second 
series of three Roundtables for the period 2012-2014, and this was duly provided.  
 
This Roundtable on Institutional Culture seeks to be, as with the previous roundtables, an 
intellectual space where we consider issues of higher education and social transformation 
seriously - freed from imprisoning orthodoxies, from fine-sounding but un-theorized claims, from 
perceptions that lack any empirical basis and from breath-taking generalisations on the basis of 
the single case study. 
 
The Roundtables are designed as small gatherings of intellectuals, scholars and postgraduates 
who are willing to contribute and engage on the basis of a carefully conceptualised and 
structured programme.  
 
The roundtables held thus far have been great successes. We have also linked up with the 
Council on Higher Education and the Mail & Guardian to disseminate the proceedings of the 
colloquia – through the Council’s journal Kagisano and through special supplements in the Mail 
& Guardian. 
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 No small part was played in this regard by Prof Pedro Tabensky, who convenes the Roundtable 
Series on behalf of our Centre for Higher Education Research, Learning and Teaching (CHERTL). 
My sincere thanks to Pedro for all his work and to him and and Dr Sally Matthews for their 
contribution and efforts in convening this Roundtable. 
 
My warm thanks to all the presenters and participants, some of whom have travelled great 
distances, for so generously agreeing to share with us your thinking and ideas on Institutional 
Culture and your time. 
 
Finally, I have mentioned the engagement with Ford on Social Justice in Higher Education and 
the proposal sent to them in late 2008 for a good reason. We did not receive budget support for 
the proposal on Social Justice in Higher Education in 2008; but last month Ford contacted me to 
invite me to participate in a five-day global gathering in Colombia later this month on Higher 
Education for Social Justice.  
 
This will be a global programme of Ford, with the South Africa office having a budget of $2 
million per year. The newly appointed Ford Programme Officer for Higher Education and I will 
travel together to this gathering. The moral is that sometimes one has to be patient and one 
must never give up on good ideas or research proposals, especially when they are related to 
important issues of social justice. 
 
Hopefully in the next two we will host a roundtable on Social Justice in Higher Education or 
Higher Education for Social Justice, possibly as part of a newly funded cross-national programme 
in CHERTL and at Rhodes. 
 
